One of the most frequent views is that Pearl ae symbol 1e too mechanical to be a believable human being. On this point constraint with which one of the lower class would be expected to treat a lady. Even politeness, which Gerty possesses in abundance, is learned by cultivating one's heart. In order to see a sentimental heroine's true beauty, one must see her when aer feelings are touched, tears appear in her eyes, and her whole soul shines out through them.
Pearl's beauty, unlike the sentimental heroine's beauty, is more often destroyed than enhanced by her nature shining out of her eyes. The Puritans see witchcraft in her eyes and her naughty smile, not a certain earnestness which everyone notices in Eva. Pearl does have love in her heart, but her mood dictates whether or not she'll show it. At one time she tenderly lays Dimmesdale's hand against her cheekJ at another time she refUses to approach him. When he kisses her, she immediately washes off the kiss. She shows her tenderness to her mother and kisses her on the forehead and cheeks, then devilishly also kisses the so.arlet letter. Such unruly, changeable behavior certainly does not show the sensibility, the spontaneous overflow of feeling, of the sentimental heroine.
Self-sacrifice ~ suffering "The more exquisite the sensib~lity" the heroine possessed, "the greater the suffering," according to Herbert Ross
Brown. 40 When an adult heroine's feelings were very strong, her emotional suffering often manifested itself in a swoon.
However, sentimentality was not the only cause of suffering.
The child-heroine suffers greatly because of her superior virtue. The humanitarian impulse, especially kindness to animals and servants, shows her sensitivity to the suffering of others, which she often sees when others do not. As a result of her concern for others, the child-heroine is busy with adult chores instead of ind~lging in childish play. Especially important to the heart of the heroine is the reform of individuals and society. Her sensitiveness and goodness make her extremely aware of evilJ because she loves everyone and everything, she sets out to right the wrongs which she finds. Nell isn't too busy caring for her grandfather to be concerned also for the animals she encounters during their travels. At an inn she meets the proprietor of a dog act.
During dinner Nell attempts to feed the dogs before she eats, hungry though she is, but the owner of the dogs prevents her.
Part of her concern for others appears in her occupation with household chores rather than in games children usually play. She keeps house for her grandfather and resents anyone else doing for him that which she can do. The moment she returns home at the beginning of the novel, she begins to prepare supper. Later she brings some needlework to the table to sew while she sits beside her grandfather. After she and her grandfather have decided to run away, she prepares for the trip while he sleeps. In their wanderings they come upon a
Punch and Judy show, and Nell immediately volunteers to mend
Judy's clothing. Her work continues until she is too weak to do anything any longer. Then she hates to be a burden to anyone else and often does not complain in order to avoid troubling someone else.
Nell's industry and desire to be helpful are dominant traits in Gerty's character, also. As a child, Gerty is sad because she has never had the opportunity to help anyone.
The day she discovers housework is one of the happiest she has knowna it is "the first in which she had known that happi--ness--perhaps the highest earth affords--of feeling that'she had been instrumental in giving joy to another."4J After that she works about the house, doi:ng as much as her age will allow. Later, when she is living with Emily, she continues helping with the housework. She does not hesitate to hull strawberries because, as she prosaically points out, her hands are washable. When the servants are neglecting Emily, Gerty irons Emily's clothing herself, without Emily's knowledge, of course. The element of self-sacrifice makes the chore an act of love.
Gerty's concern for her fellow men causes her to saerifice herself for their welfare. Her care of Trueman Flint, the man who saved her from freezing to death when she had been cast out, is prompted by a love which has resulted from gratitude. After he has suffered a stroke, she takes walks with him, always leaving him the easier path. Her pale and anxious looks and lack of concern for the opinion of the world illustrate her care only for his welfare. After Trueman's death, Emily, who is Gerty's second guardian, becomes ill, and Gerty nurses her, also out of a love rooted in gratitude. "All day long no troublesome fly was ever permitted to approach her [Emily's] pillow, her aching head was relieved by hours of patient bathing and the little feet that were never weary were always no1seless." 44 As careful as she is for the ones she loves, Gerty does not limit her ministrations to the people who have done something for her. She discovers that Nan Grant, the wicked woman who put her out in the cold night, is dying, and Gerty, forgiving all, cares for her until her death. Gerty also nurses her childhood sweetheart's mother and grandfather because he is away tnd unable to care for them.
One can easily see that Eva, Nell, and Gerty are much too busy doing good deeds to have time to indulge in childish games. Not so (or Pearl. When she is at the seashore, she gathers se~weed and makes herself clething from it. In dressing up like her mother, she dons a seaweed "A" because it is like her mother's and it is also the capital "A" she has fluttered along the shore, the naughty child picked up her apron full of pebbles, and, creeping from rock to rock after these small sea-fowl, displayed remarkable dexterity in pelting them ... 45 However, she isn't all bad. She sees a little gray bird which she believes she has hit with a pebble. Its broken wing makes her sorry for it, and she quits her play.
However, unlike the sentimental child-heroine's actions, the reader cannot predict Pearl's actions in any given situation.
The sentimental child-heroine's sensibility causes her to sympathize with others; her love of goodness causes her to aptempt to right the wrongs she finds in the world. She tries to make other people as good as she is. Eva most consciously sets out to change the people with whom she associates. Getting everyone to love everyone else and to be kinder to others is important to her. She attempts to teach her mother to love someone other than herself, to teach her father to love her mother, and to teach her aunt to love the slaves. She also tries to save the souls of her father and the slaves. on her deathbed she begins to remind the slaves that they must pray and read the Bible, but she recalls that they cannot read. The nineteenth century confidence in the woman as reformer inspired many children to became teachers as well as missionaries. Ger~y becomes a teacher of such skill, she hardly dares tell Emily her employer's opinion of her ability to teach because she's afraid it will sound like boasting, She not only teaches school but also teaches her father that it is better to trust all men rather than none. Like Gerty, Nell also teaches--every week she gives Kit, her grandfather's errand boy, writing lessons. Even though the lessons are occasions of great hilarity, "a gentle wish on her part to teach"48 is ever present. Nell's desire to redeem her grandfather from his gambling fever is much more important than teaching Kit, however. She. tries to coax her grandfather to stop playing but cannot convince him, When his weakness tempts him to steal, she runs away with him to save him from temptation, even though she is not well. Pearl, unlike Gerty, is not selfless, patient, or longsuffering. She early recognizes the hostility she and her mother face in the world and returns it. She indulges her own whims, rather than being considerate of the feelings of oth• ers. When she and Hester are walking to the governor's mansion, she scampers ahead and capers about, but, like many young children, demands to be carried at times. When she visits a graveyard with her mother, she skips from one grave to another until she finds a flat tombstone to dance on. Hawthorne is not picturing sacrilege, merely a normal, thoughtless child doing something that would be beyond the comprehension of the other three.
Maturity
In addition to being morally su.perior to adults, the child-heroine is often wise beyond her years. This maturity manifests itself in various ways--in self-control, prudence, insight, and abilities beyond the normal range of childhood.
Both Eva and Gerty can read exceptionally well. At the age of nine Gerty reads with understanding and an excellent accentJ in fact she is so accomplished that Emily finds great pleasure in listening to her. Eva possesses "a fine musical ear, a quick poetic fancy, and an instinctive sympathy with what is grand and noble,"59 all of which makes her an excellent reader.
Gerty shows her maturity in her education as well. Emily has decided that some literature beyond Gerty's comprehension will be good for her. Gerty soon finds she prefers solid reading, her favorite work being a little book on astronomy.
The child-heroine's maturity of mind and feeling more often appears in her insight, prudence, and self-control.
Eva, often when faced with the sins of the world, shows "a strength of resolution singular in such a child ... 6o She often speaks words of such wisdom that they seem to be divinely inspired. Mrs. Stowe comments, "Children do not usually generalize, but Eva was an uncommonly mature child, and the things that she had witnessed of the evils under which they were living had fallen, one by one, into the depths of her thoughtful, pondering heart ... 61
Nell, too, possesses a thoughtful heart which enables her to act beyond her years. Her grandfather fears they will be parted and begins to cry, Instead of crying with him, she soothes him by speaking gently and ~okes about the possibility of their parting, making him laugh at his fears. Nell acts the part of the adult and her grandfather becomes the child.
Gerty also acts as the guardian of Trueman when he is ill. Her maturity appears in her lack of concern over what others think when she' is walking with.True. The selfsufficiency helps her to learn self-control. once she has learned to control her temper, she is like a saint; she never loses it again.
Pearl seems, like Eva, to be wise beyond her years. Very early, she knows the letter is significant and that there is a relationship between Hester and Dimmesdale. One cannot know how much is accidental in her connection of the two, how much is a response to her mother's influence, and how much is an unbelievable maturity on her part. However, Pearl's linking of the scarlet letter on Hester's bosom and Reverend Dimmesdale's act of holding his hand over his heart does seem uncommonly precocious.
CONCLUSION
The foregoing comparison of the appearance, sensibility, self-sacrifice and suffering, virtuous simplicity, and maturity of Eva, Nell, Gerty, and Pearl shows, I believe, that
Pearl is not a sentimental stereotype--that, rather, she is a realistic picture of a child in her peculiar environment.
Although Pearl possesses the physical beauty desirable in a sentimental child-heroine, her wildness of spirit and insensibility of feeling make her distinctive. Dark hair and eyes, a perfect shape and native grace cannot compensate for her stormy character. In fact her volatile, unpredictable nature makes her humanr it is not the type to fit the myth in sentimental fiction that spontaneous action constitutes true beauty.
Human children also are extremely self-centered and selfish, unlike the sentimental child-heroine who suffers for others, sacrificing herself in a wide variety of ways to help others. The typical child-heroine spends her days and often her nights caring for someone who is suffering from a usually fatal disease. She not only nurses but also is busy with household chores, always willingly performing drudgery with saintly patience. One would think rio time would be left for any other deeds, but the sentimental child finds time somewhere to attempt to redeem souls and to correct evils she sees about her.
Eva and her fictional sisters do not find time to play children's games because they're too busy helping others in various ways. Pearl, however, spends her time building boats, throwing stones, and tormenting her mother--acting like a human child. Sometimes she sympathizes with her mother's sorrows, sometimes she does not, but never does she devote twenty-four hours a day to the nursing of anyone. Neither does she set out to save the souls of her mother or father or her little Puritan tormentors. She is much too naughty to reform by example and much too busy to proselytize.
She lacks the superhuman virtue which makes the sentimental child-heroine superior to the adult. Neither does she exhibit the long-suffering, loving kindness, or patience which exemplifies the fictional child of the period. Pearl returns the hate of the Puritan children, exploits her moth-, er's willingness to care tor her, and does naughty child things, like putting her fingers in her mouth and refusing to answer the minister who catechizes her. Although Pearl does seem mature in her insight into her mother's sin and its ramifications, she is a much more true-to-life portrait of a human child than her contemporaries in fiction. In addition,
she is more lifelike than most critics have given her credit for being.
